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Rentfro: What's in a Church Name?

BY

R I C H A R D

R E N T F R O

*

A pastor who loves visiting his neighbors5
churches has found the answer.

I

was lying on my stomach on the
X-ray table of Valley Imaging
Partners in Yakima, Washington.
Nola Holbrook, an attractive
woman with dark hair and a
happy smile, was taking pictures
from several angles for an upper
G-I. When you’re about to hit 80,
check-ups for something or other
become increasingly necessary.
<cI’ve been visiting different
churches from week to week—
Catholic, Lutheran, Baptist, Methodist, Mormon. I like to meet people
who love the Lord,” I told her.
She paused, seemed to appraise
my sincerity, and said, “I’d like to
invite you to visit my church, the
Trinity Church of the Nazarene, in
Yakima. I’m the music director.”
Yakima is only a 45-minute drive

from my home in Ellensburg, So
why not? My time on the table at an
end, I assured Nola, “I’ll be there!”
The next Sunday I was among the
first in the door. Sunday school and
church service seemed to blend into
one. I got a happy smile and introduction from Nola— “We want to
welcome Rev. Rentfro this morning.”
I didn’t think it the right time to suggest she refer to me as “pastor” or
“brother,” the titles I prefer. Nola led
the congregation of about 50 in
numerous songs, most of which
were displayed on a screen. Three—
“Great Is the Lord,” “I Will Enter His
Gates,” and “I Will Call Upon the*
* Richard Rentfro, a retired Seventhday Adventist minister, lives in Ellensburg, Washington.
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Lord”—were sung to accompaniment of a tambourine, played by
Pastor Angus Tate.
I learned that Tate had recently
led 20 members on a two-week
work-and-witness project in Honduras. Each member paid his or her
way. Every year a similar group of

Rentfro: Ready for the road

volunteers build a church and a congregation somewhere.
Tate wrestled a bit with his sermon on the confrontation between
David and Goliath: “Don t try to
fight the good fight of faith in
someone else’s armor,” he admonished the congregation. “Just confront the challenge of
ministry for God right
where you are. Don’t say,
Tf only I lived somewhere
else or had
more
money—then I’d work
for You!’ No!” He was
emphatic. “Take whatever
you have in hand and fly
with it!” With David, he
pointed out, it was just a
sling and five smooth
stones. The stones proved
to be a bit smoother than
his delivery, but Nora
sparkled, and I went
home with songs ringing
in my soul!
The Nazarenes, who
pretty well follow the
teachings of John Wesley,
are good people. We
could have called our
church by that name.
Jesus was, as we should all
be aware, a Nazarene. But
before the Church of the
Nazarene was even organized, God had a unique
and descriptive name already reserved for us.
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United Methodist Church
I attended the Yakima United
Methodist Church one Sunday because my cardiologist, Roger Vielbig,
told me that their pastor, a young
woman, preached for only 10 m inutes! I arrived early enough to have a
10-minute conversation with Mary
Sellon, an attractive woman in her
mid-30s who was handing out
church bulletins. I told her that a
year before I had knelt in prayer by
the very bed where John Wesley
died. And at the desk where he had
written his sermons, I had committed myself anew to the great truths
Methodists and Adventists hold in
common. “Would it be possible to
meet your minister after the service?” I asked. “You’ve been talking
to her,” she replied. I received a
greater blessing from her 10-minute
sermon than from many 45-minute
epics I’ve endured, and it appeared
that the close-to-700 members present were well fed. A few days later
Pastor Sellon wrote to thank me for
visiting. And for several days afterward, I enjoyed the large loaf of
banana bread given to first-time visitors.
People dubbed Wesley’s followers
“Methodists” because of their systematic approach to worship. The
term was not one of endearment!
John Wesley believed that conversion was the basic theme of Scripture and that sanctification must
reveal its “fruits” in the way Chris-

tians live and treat other people.
We could well have called ourselves “Methodists,” but, of course,
there was already a church by that
name. And it isn’t likely that the
Methodists among our pioneers
coveted that identifying title. The
whole Harmon family was disfellowshiped by the Chestnut Street
Methodist Church in Portland,
Maine. Though the charge was
“irregularities,” the real reason was
their faith in the soon return of
Jesus. Still, the pastor had a hard
time getting his way: Four committees all concluded that there were no
irregularities. Finally, the pastor
handpicked a committee of members who shared his bias, and on the
fifth try, stripped the Harmons of
church membership. A friend who
recently rooted through the minutes
of that fateful committee meeting
found, below the vote, in very small
words, “under peculiar circumstances.”
But let’s not hold the great
Methodist Church responsible for
the action of the pastor’s handpicked committee members. We
have many friends in Methodist
churches. And the Lord does, too!
First Lutheran Church
I enjoyed my visit a year ago with
members of the First Lutheran
Church at 512 North Ruby Street in
Ellensburg. Affiliated with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America
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I had knelt in prayer by the very bed where John Wesley died.
And at the desk where he had written his sermons, I had
committed myself anew to the great truths Methodists and
Adventists hold in common.

it is one of two Lutheran churches in
town. Its 200 families were celebrating Holy Communion—without, of
course, the ordinance of foot-washing, which precedes this quarterly
service in Adventist churches. I asked
the woman seated next to me
whether I would be permitted to
participate. “Oh, yes,” she said, “lust
follow me and do what I do.” So we
walked to the altar together. “If you
prefer the grape juice to the traditional wine,” she whispered, “raise
one finger.” I did, but somehow got
the “real stuff.” The wafer offered no
confusion.
Pastor David Droegemueller was
not there on the Sunday I visited; a
congenial substitute gave an excellent message on faith (I’d give it a
9.5).
Again, new friends! Friends
whose roots are planted the great
Reformation of the 16th century.
Righteousness by faith! In fact, the
roots of this cardinal Bible doctrine
go right back to lesus Himself. The
Apostle Paul, Luther, lohn Wesley,
Ellen G. White, our Adventist pioneers— all preached it. We could
have called ourselves “Lutherans,”

but, again, that name was already
taken. But it reminds us that we
stand in the line of great spiritual
giants down through the ages. Our
pioneers spent nights in prayer, fasting, and study, and bequeathed to
us, through the leading of the Holy
Spirit, truths mined from Scripture
by many who preceded them.
Baptist Church
About a year ago, I visited the
German Baptist Church of Ellensburg, one of five Baptist churches in
town. It’s only a mile and a half from
my home on Mission Road, a pretty
good location name for a retired
Adventist pastor. The 200-member
congregation was divided: women on
one side, men on the other. The
women were dressed plainly; each
wore a little bonnet and (as my wife
would have noticed) low-heeled
shoes. Most of the men were bearded
and dressed in black. There was no
Sunday school, but the youth sat
attentively for two hours of singing
and preaching. There were no musical instruments, but the singing was
wonderful! Anyone who has visited a
Mennonite or Amish congregation
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Actually, many of our pioneers felt an aversion to even
organizing formally as a church. Were they not those called out of
“Babylon”? Would not organization simply return them?
So sensitized were they that they wouldn’t even call our first
churches “churches”; they preferred “meeting houses ”

would feel right at home with the
Ellensburg congregation. I noticed
that their cars, vans, and trucks in
the parking lot were more colorful
than their clothing.
Before visiting, I sought an invitation from one of the local “elders.”
He cautioned: “If you don’t want to
be noticed, refrain from saying
‘Amen.’” I heeded his advice, but felt
the service would have been improved by a few expressions of
approval. H. M. S. Richards once
told me of a congregation: “If you
got an Amen from that crowd, you
had to ‘roll your ow n!”
What a great people the Baptists
are! Often, in times of crisis, not
only in Ellensburg but in Washington State and on the national level as
well, Adventists and Baptists have
stood together on the great Bible
principle of separation of church
and state. How ardently they testify
to their devotion to Christ and His
holy Word. Every member of our
churches around the world has
shared in the ordinance from which
they took their name—baptism. By
immersion, of course, or it wouldn’t

be baptism. And it was from a Baptist friend, Rachel Oakes, that our
pioneers first were led to study the
binding claims of the seventh-day
Sabbath. Many Baptists who also
studied this and other truths, sit in
our pews and minister from our pulpits.
We could in good conscience
have called ourselves “Baptists,” but
again, they got the name first.
A Distinctive Name
Actually, many of our pioneers
felt an aversion to even organizing
formally as a church. Were they not
those called out of “Babylon”?
Would not organization simply
return them? So sensitized were they
that they wouldn’t even call our first
churches “churches”; they preferred
“meeting houses.” It soon became
apparent, however, that organization
was both scriptural and desirable:
They could not even hold title to
property in Michigan and elsewhere
without a legal name.
So there we were. What name
should we choose? Nazarenes?
Methodists? Lutherans? Baptists?
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Catholics? I have visited Catholic
churches also, and many of Gods
children, I am sure, are yet in that
communion. And “catholic” surely
would fit our work today, as the
Advent movement has spread
around the globe.
What title would truly reflect our
world mission?
“Seventh-day Adventist.” Distinctive. Holding before the public two
great truths neglected and even
ignored by many Christians and
non-Christians alike in today’s
world.
Just a few weeks ago I worshiped
in the restored Seventh-day Adventist Church in Battle Creek, Michigan, where our name was born.
What a thrill to visit the very house
where James and Ellen White had
lived for a number of years. I walked
into the room—second story center—where Ellen White had her first
Great Controversy vision. And there,

too, I knelt, and there, too, I prayed.
My heart sang as I considered how
God had led in the founding and
nurture of the worldwide Seventhday Adventist Church!
How we should thrill to be members of a church that honors, in its
very name, the much neglected same
Sabbath that Jesus kept; the day that
is a “sign” (Eze. 20:12, 20) of our
sanctification through Christ; and
the soon coming day of the Second
Advent!
Yes, God has His children in every
church. I am happy that a number of
them are new friends, met as I have
worshiped with them. We owe them
much for the truths their founders
bequeathed to us. I’m proud to invite
them to visit our church, which honors all the great truths of all the great
reformers. All the great truths that we
share worldwide as Seventh-day
Adventists—a people with a Godgiven name and mission.
□

“In every age there is a new developm ent o f truth,
a message o f God to the people o f that generation. The old
truths are all essential; new truth is not independent
o f the old, but an unfolding o f i t ___ He w ho neglects or
rejects the new does not really possess the old.”
— C h rist's O b je c t Lessons, p. 127.
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